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I
ts handsome rosettes of glaucous, blue-
gray and decoratively scalloped leaves 
make Agave guadalajarana one of the 
gems of the genus. Agaves in this group 
often have attractive, tight, artichoke-like 
rosettes, but the best of characters come 
together in this species. The paddle-
shaped leaves, widest above the middle, 

have sharp teeth atop the protuberances and 
deep notches between them, and the leaf surface 
displays intriguing bud-imprints which occur 
because the developing leaves are tightly pressed 
together in a cone at the center of the plant and 
retain the impressions of their neighbors as they 
unfurl. To further enhance its beauty, and con-
trasting nicely with the bluish rosettes, marginal 
teeth and end-spines on newer leaves are often 
colored yellow, orange, or reddish.

In terms of its taxonomic placement in the 
genus, Agave guadalajarana falls in the group 
Parryanae, along with Agave parryi and its rela-
tives. In general, plants of this group have stout, 
erect peduncles with branches bearing dense clus-
ters of flowers. In contrast, the flowering stalk of A. 
guadalajarana is slender, with smaller and more 
widely spaced flower clusters. Towards the top the 
stalk often becomes sinuous, and it sometimes 
bends horizontally or droops back downward. 

The flower color also differs from its relatives, 
which tend to have yellow flowers that are often 

red-tipped in the bud stage. In A. guadalajarana 
the flowers are light green in bud, sometimes 
becoming paler towards the purple tips and occa-
sionally with a blush of purple at the base. When 
they open, the lower portion of the flower remains 
green while the spreading tepals frequently light-
en to yellow-green or pale yellow. The three outer 
tepals remain purple at the tip, and as they open 
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J  This cultivated plant is about to form an inflo-
rescence. Note how the leaves become narrower 
and the teeth less pronounced at the center as 
the leaves are starting to morph into bracts, 
indicating that flowering is about to begin. This 
specimen has reached a height of 4’, much larger 
than the plants seen in nature.
K  On this plant, the top of the inflorescence 
arched to the side, with the top bending down-
ward. Thus, the youngest cluster of flowers (still 
mostly in bud) are at the bottom of the picture.
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K  Top  Viewed from above, one can clearly see 
the central cone from which the new leaves peel 
off, one by one, as they mature. 
K  Bottom  With blue leaves with decoratively 
scalloped margins Agave guadalajarana, here 
shown  in cultivation, is a most desirable plant.
KK  Opposite  These two plants in a habitat 
north of Guadalajara are radically different. The 
plant at rear, which is sending up a flower stalk, 
has longer, narrower leaves than the one in 
front, which has a more artichoke-like look.
L  A flowering plant  cultivated in southern 
California. In this individual the top of the inflo-
rescence bends to the side but does not droop 
down. Flowering has progressed about ¾ of the 
way up. Inflorescence height is typically 4-5 m in 
habitat but can exceed that in cultivation.
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and spread the three inner tepals (whose margins 
and tips have until this time been clasped within 
and hidden by the outer tepals) become fully vis-
ible. The purple coloring on these inner tepals is 
less than that of the outer tepals, and sometimes 
they entirely lack the purple tips. 

The opening of the flowers also exposes the 
pistil and filaments, which have a pale yellow 
color, speckled with purple-red, though often this 
speckling is so dense that the yellow is eclipsed 
entirely. As the anthers mature and pollen is 
produced, their initial color of greenish-yellow 
changes, becoming a clear, light- or buff-yellow. 
While the colors of the buds and flowers are 
interesting when seen close-up, from a distance 
the effect is not all that showy. The scale of the 
inflorescence compared to the modest size of the 
rosette, is much more likely to draw comment.

The habitat of 
Agave guadalaja-
rana is one of open, 
oak-dotted grasslands 
in hilly country near 
Guadalajara, where 
it can be found on 
volcanic substrates. 
It is the only mem-
ber of the Parryanae 
group living south of 
the Tropic of Cancer, 
quite disjunct from 
the other members of 
the group, whose dis-
tributions abut each 
other in north-central 
Mexico, west Texas, 
southern New Mexico 
and southern Arizona. 
Even the nearest of 
these, Agave parryi 
var truncata, is over 
300 km to the north. 
While the others in the 
group are notable hor-
ticulturally for their 

cold-hardiness, A. guadalajarana has remained 
a rarity in cultivation, and its degree of frost-tol-
erance is not known.

Howard Scott Gentry, whose book Agaves 
of Continental North America offers the most 
in-depth study of the genus, describes A. gua-
dalajarana as “single, rarely suckering.” When 
I visited a population north of Guadalajara, I 
was unable to find a single plant with an offset. 
And though I have seen plants with an offset or 
two in cultivation, abundantly-offsetting plants 
offered for sale at nurseries under the name A. 
guadalajarana are wrongly identified. The true 
species has been offered three times by ISI, first 
in 1981 from seed collected by Gentry. Today a 
new generation of seedlings being raised by vari-
ous growers offers hope that this wonderful plant 
will again be more widely available. v

Agave guadalajarana 
in habitat is typically 
only 1.5 feet across. This 
beauty shows strong 
leaf-bud imprinting, 
where the leaves retain 
the impressions of their 
neighbors from the time 
when they were tightly 
pressed together in the 
central cone. 


