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GBG Rhipsalis Collection

Plant in Focus, June 2026

History of the Pelargoniums and the Pelargonium House
In contrast with the early planting of the Gardens, which was arranged for landscape effect 
predominantly, the C20 planting philosophy for GBG was to group plants according to their families. 
The Pelargonium House was built from a bequest from Florence E Clarke, to display geraniums and 
pelargoniums. It was originally proposed, in 1972, for Johnstone Park. It was built south-east of the 
site of the Raddenberry Fernery Stone Grotto. Don Francis was employed in 1979, a keen collector of 
pelargoniums, to develop, expand and maintain the collection.

The A. L. Walter Conservatory housed 800 varieties of Pelargoniums in 4 different displays during the 
year. At its most spectacular height, Pelargoniums were potted and arranged on tiered shelves and 
baskets hanging from the roof. They covered the conservatory from ceiling to floor. Four different 
displays were exhibited annually: Zonals (geraniums), Regals (pelargoniums), scented species and 
cultivars. There was a permanent display of species and cultivars.

Now, P. maderensis and P. zonals are still around the outside of the Pelargonium House, but the P. 
regals are around the centre of the Old Fernery and the P. scenteds can be found on the pathway to 
the WYM tea house in the C20 garden. 

The Romanelli statue of Ruth was donated to the Geelong Art Gallery in 1925 by James McPhillimy. It 
was installed in the A. L. Walter Conservatory, in 1964, when it was opened. The statue has been 
restored by FGBG and is now installed in the F. Clarke Pelargonium House. At one stage they hoped 
to exhibit 800 cultivars of fuchsias but they, and the begonias, were decimated in a series of droughts.

The Pelargonium House display today
Botanical Gardens should reflect trends to remain relevant to modern society. Hence the Pelargonium 
house has been changed to display Rhipsalis and Cactus varieties popular now amongst the younger 
generation. 
Rhipsalis hang from the upper baskets, the tiers have been removed and various cactus now are 
displayed more happily under cover then when they were in the C21 garden. This article is to 
introduce the new collection of Rhipsalis.

The Florence E Clarke Pelargonium House at the Geelong Botanic Gardens (GBG). Photo: Norma Shepherd

This information was prepared by Norma Shepherd, Friends of Geelong Botanic Gardens.
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The Rhipsalis collection
Our Rhipsalis collection can be found 
in two places: in a tower in the 
Conservatory and in what was the F. 
Clarke Pelargonium House.

Rhipsalis Taxonomy
Clade: Angiosperm, Eudicots, Order: 
Caryophyllales, Family: Cactaceae, 
Sub family: Cactoideae, Tribe: 
Rhipsalideae, Genus: Rhipsalis.

Rhipsalis (RIP-suh-lis) is a genus of epiphytic flowering plants in the Cactus family, typically known as mistletoe 
cacti. Unlike mistletoe, it is not a parasite, but, being epiphytic, it hangs like a mistletoe when attached to a tree. 
The botanical name Rhipsalis derives from the Ancient Greek term for wickerwork, referring to the plants' many 
entangled or intertwined branches. The genus was described by Joseph Gaertner in 1788. But when he 
described the plant, he had in fact not realised it was a cactus. Instead, he assumed he had found a new species 
of Cassytha, a parasitic laurel from a completely different plant family, Lauraceae. 

Distribution and habitat
Rhipsalis is found as a pendulous epiphyte (living on other plants without damaging them) in tropical rainforests, 
some species may also grow epilithic (on rocks) or, rarely, terrestrial. They are found in parts of Central America, 
the Caribbean and northern regions of South America. The centre of diversity of Rhipsalis lies in the rainforests 
of the Mata Atlantica in southeastern Brazil. The species of Rhipsalis are found throughout the New World. 
Additionally, Rhipsalis baccifera, the only cactus species naturally occurring outside the Americas, is found in 
tropical Africa, Madagascar and Sri Lanka. Rhipsalis is the largest and most widely distributed genus of epiphytic 
cacti.
Rhipsalis are epiphytic, trailing jungle cacti that thrive in bright, indirect light, high humidity, and well-draining soil, 
making them excellent hanging houseplants. They are generally low-maintenance, requiring regular watering, 
moderate temperatures (15-27°C) and infrequent feeding and have become very popular with young people, 
hence their inclusion in our Botanic Garden.

Use of Rhipsalis in Ethnomedicine and as a traditional food
R. neves-armondii is now common in Nigerian tropical rainforest. Local people have been using the juice from its 
leaves to treat inflammation and cancer. Researchers have found that it exhibits potent anti-cancer effects and 
reduces inflammation.

Similarly, an extract from R. baccifera has been shown to reduce a carcinoma, without the side effects of a 
currently-used medication. Its juice, mixed with other plant juices, has also been used to treat coral snake bites 
and venomous stingray wounds.

The small, soft, sweet, juicy, grape-like fruit of R. baccifera were eaten.

Rhipsalis baccifera:
Left: Growing as an epiphyte on a tree 

branch. Photo: Reinaldo Aguilar, 
https://tropical.theferns.info, 

CC BY-NC-SA.
Right: Growing on a tower in the GBG 

Conservatory. Also on the tower: 
R. clavata (sausage-chain), 
R. ramulosa (flat segments), 
R. dissimilis (white flowers), 

Coral Cactus and Mistletoe Cactus. 
Photo: Norma Shepherd, June 2026.
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Key Characteristics of Rhipsalis
• Appearance: Pendent (hanging) stems which can be 
slender, cylindrical, or flattened, often forming dense, 
cascading, or tangled shapes.
• Flowers/Fruit: Small, white, yellowish, or pink flowers 
bloom, followed by small berries (white, pink, or yellow) 
resembling mistletoe.
• Habit: Epiphytic (grows on trees) or lithophytic (grows 
on rocks) in nature. 

Propagation & Maintenance
• Light: Bright indirect light or filtered sun is best. Avoid direct afternoon sun as it can scorch the stems.
• Watering: Water when the top layer of soil feels dry, but do not allow them to dry out completely. They prefer 
consistent moisture, unlike desert cacti, especially in summer.
• Soil: Use a free-draining mix, such as a combination of potting soil, orchid bark, and perlite.
• Humidity: Thrives in moderate to high humidity; frequent misting is beneficial.
• Fertilizing: Use a diluted, balanced fertilizer every 4–6 weeks during active growth (warm season). 
• Propagation: Very easy to propagate from stem cuttings. Cuttings can be rooted directly in a moist, well-
draining medium.
• Repotting: Repot every 2–3 years or when the plant becomes root-bound.
• Pests: Generally pest-resistant but can occasionally be affected by mealybugs.

Popular Species & Cultivars of Rhipsalis
There are many varieties flat-leaved, hairy and thin like spaghetti.
• R. baccifera (Mistletoe Cactus/Spaghetti Cactus): The most common species, often with long, string-like stems 
can be found in our Conservatory in a tower. The thicker one is coral and the thinner spaghetti.
• R. paradoxa: Features unique zig-zag, chain-like stems.
• R. pilocarpa and R. dissimilis: Distinctive for its hairy, bristled green stems, red berries and scented white 
flowers.

Rhipsalis baccifera has various forms:
Top left: Close-up of a flower on the smooth stem form. 

Photo: Annemarie Ahrens-Stehle, 
https://identify.plantnet.org CC BY-SA

Top right: Fruit on the smooth stem form. Photo: 
Salicyna, https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu CC BY-SA 4.0

Right: Fruit on the pink spiny stem form, Photo: Frank 
Vincentz, https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu CC BY-SA 3.0
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• Rhipsalis campos-portoana: Known for its slender, 
branching habit.
• R. cereuscula: Coral cactus thicker stems in Pele house 
green, hairy with white flowers.
• R. capilliformis: - Mistletoe Cactus- thinnest with white 
flowers. 
• R. cassutha: Mistletoe Cactus with white flowers.
• R. ewaldiana
• R. ramulosa: Red coral cactus,
• R. crythrocarpa:  Coral cactus flat leaved.
• R. pachyptera – large flat leaved.
 
Description
The morphology of Rhipsalis is very variable. The plants 
grow mostly pendent; few grow more or less upright or 
sprawling. There are three main stem shapes: terete (circular cross-section), angular and flattened. The stems 
are succulent, but the degree of succulence varies between the species. Some have very thick stems (e.g. 
Rhipsalis neves-armondii), whereas other have very thin, filiform stems (e.g. Rhipsalis baccifera). We have both 
of these in our Pelargonium House. In the majority of species, spines are missing or occur only in the juvenile 
stage (this is most prominent in Rhipsalis dissimilis). Rhipsalis pilocarpa has stems and fruits densely covered by 
bristles, making this species easily distinguishable from all other Rhipsalis.
The flowers are borne lateral or apical and are actinomorphic (radially symmetric) with a varying number of 
perianth segments, stamens and carpels. They are small, usually about 1 cm in diameter, white or whitish in 
most species. Our Rhipsalis armondii megalantha (Coral Cacus) has green stems with white flowers. Yellowish 
flowers occur in R. dissimilis and R. elliptica. R. hoelleri is the only Rhipsalis species with red flowers.
The fruits are always berries (ie. fleshy pulp surrounding the seeds). The berries are whitish or coloured pink as 
in our Rhipsalis monacantha (Mistletoe Cactus), red or yellow. Vivipary has been observed in R. micrantha and 
R. baccifera, which means that they produce bulbs or seeds that germinate while still attached to the parent 
plant.

Above: Rhipsalis clavata forma delicatula. 
Photo: Epiphyticcacti, Wikipedia CC BY-SA 4.0

Top right: Rhipsalis neves-armondii forma neves-armondii 
(orange stamen). 

Photo: Epiphyticcacti, Wikipedia CC BY-SA 4.0
Right: Rhipsalis mesembryanthoides. Photo: David Stang, 

Wikipedia CC BY-SA 4.0
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Rhipsalis we have in the Geelong Botanical Gardens
• R. baccifera Mistletoe Cactus (native to Central and S 
America thrives in bright or indirect light, long slender 
pendulous branches, like green spaghetti) in the tower in 
Conservatory as likes shady and humid conditions
• R. baccifera ssp. Delphinensis (Mistletoe cactus) 
• R. teres f. capilliformis (Old Man’s beard)
• R. clavata  A mistletoe cactus Sausage-chain, club-
shaped or sausage-like segments. Unlike desert cacti 
these plants thrive in indirect or dappled light and require 
moist soil rather than being allowed to dry out. In tower.
• R. dissimilis or R.pilocarpa has white flowers
• R. campos-portoana (Mistletoe cactus)
• R. pachero-leeri v catenula
• R. paradoxa Chain Cactus
• R. Red Coral
• R. platycarpa 
• R. neves-armondii Armondii Megalantha (Coral Cactus)
• R. ormindoi (Mistletoe Cactus near threatened Brazil) 
• R. ramulosa (Red Mistletoe Cactus or Coral Cactus, long flat segmented stems that cascade downward from 
Brazil) 
• R. mesembryanthemoides (thicker and fleshier)

Diversity of Rhipsalis species in the Pelargonium House. 
Photos: Norma Shepherd
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Also in the Geelong Botanical Gardens, we have 
many Cactus, some of which are included in the 
Pelargonium House
The varieties of Cactus we have most of are: 
Mammillaria, Echinopsis, Trichocereus, Cereas, 
Espostoa, Pilosocereus, Ferocactus, Parodia, 
Stenocactus, Oreocareus and Astrophytum. Most of 
these originate from Mexico, Venezuela, Brazil, Bolivia 
and Ecuador to Peru but we have lots of other types too. 
Most Cactus use CAM (Crassulacean Acid Metabolism) 
photosynthesis. This means that during the day until 
before midnight the stomata are closed, no carbon 
dioxide in, little water loss. Early morning: after midnight 
when cooler stomata open, draw in carbon dioxide, store 
it in the plants (in Malic Acid), less water loss than there 
would be during the day. Next day: photosynthesis uses 
sunlight to turn the Carbon dioxide stored as acid into 
sugars for the plant to grow.

Some other plants in the Pelargonium House
From left to right as you arrive at the entrance to the 
centre of the house:
• Golden Rat Tail Cactus (Cleistocactus colademononis) 
with orange or salmon flowers.
• Mexican giant cactus or Elephant Cactus (Saguaro 
cactus Carnegiea gigantea) which eventually grows 
arms.
• Madagascar Palm (Pachypodium lamerei) a member of 
the frangipani family which produce large fragrant white 
flowers from S. Madagascar.
• Cane Cactus (Austrocylindropuntia cylindrica) from S. 
America
• Old Man of the Andes (Oreoceruus celsianus) stem 
covered in dense, white hair-like spines to protect if from 
extreme hot and cold in high altitudes.
• Dragon Bone Cactus (Euphorbia pseudocactus or 
Euphorbia trigona) commonly, known as the Cowboy 
Cactus or Zig Zag Cactus. (all Euphorbia contain a toxic 
milky white sap that can cause skin and eye irritation so 
gloves should be  worn to handle.)
• Golden Barrel Cactus from Mexican desert.
• Blue Torch Cactus (Pilosocereus pachycladus) beside 
skeleton head grows 1-10 metres tall, is a columnar tree-
like cactus.
• Lepismium cruciformis cascading segmented green 
stems that turn red or purple when stressed by sunlight.
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Top: Pelargonium House.
Bottom: Conservatoty tower.

Photos: Norma Shepherd
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Diversity of plants in the 
Pelargonium House. 

Photos: 
Right: Norma Shepherd

Below: Panoramas.
Photos: DJ, CC BY-SA
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