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Ophrys 

L. Sp. Plant., ed. 1, 945 (1753). 

ETYMOLOGY: From Greek ophiys, eye-brow, probably referring to the hairy lip 

TYPE SPECIES: Ophrys insectifers L. 

DESCRIPTION: Terrestrial herbs with 2, rarely 3, globose or ellipsoid tubers. Leaves basal and 

along stem. Inflorescences erect, unbranched, few- to several flowered. Sepals spreading, 

glabrous, green, yellow-green, or pink; petals usually smaller than sepals; lip rather obscurely 

trilobed, lacking a spur, often hairy but with a central, blue or gray shiny area (speculum). 

Estimates of the number of species in this genus vary from 10 to 251. Some authors take a broad 

concept while others recognize almost every variant at specific level. 

DISTRIBUTION: Anywhere from 10 to 126 species distributed throughout Europe from the 

Canary Islands to the Caspian Sea, from southern Scandinavia south to North Africa, east to 

western Asia, attaining their greatest diversity in the Mediterranean Basin  

 

ECOLOGY  During summer, all Ophrys orchids are dormant as underground bulbous tubers, 

which serve as a food reserve. In late summer/autumn they develop a rosette of leaves. Also a 

new tuber starts to grow and matures until the following spring; the old tuber slowly dies. The 

next spring the flowering stem starts to grow. During flowering the leaves have already started to 

wither. Most Ophrys orchids are dependent on symbiotic fungi. Transplanting specimens, 
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especially wild specimens, is difficult, sometimes impossible, due to this symbiosis unless a 

large amount of surrounding earth is also taken with the plant. All orchids are protected under 

CITES II and should not be removed or disturbed in habitat. The shiny, basal leaves have a green 

or bluish color. Two to twelve flowers grow on an erect stem with basal leaves. These species 

are successfully cultivated by specialist growers of terrestrial orchids and are reported to be 

difficult to grow, being sensitive to rotting and damping off diseases if not properly subjected to 

a cool and dry aestivation period over the summer months with no water.  

Orchids of the genus Ophrys use sexual deception to attract pollinators to their flowers.
 
In sexual 

deception, an orchid attracts male pollinators by producing the sex pheromone of virgin female 

pollinators in addition to providing visual and tactile cues. These signals stimulate mating 

behavior in the male pollinators, which then attempt copulation, called “pseudocopulation”, with 

the orchid labellum. During pseudocopulation, pollen from the flower’s column becomes 

attached to some part of the pollinator, usually the head or abdomen, and the pollinator 

inadvertently carries and transfers this pollen to other flowers when they are once again enticed 

into pseudocopulation. While the morphological cues such as the shape and texture of the 

labellum play a role especially at close range in inducing the pollinator mating behavior, the 

orchid’s pheromone mimic, or allomone, has been shown to play the most important role in 

enticing pollinators to the flower. Every Ophrys orchid has its own pollinator insect and is 

completely dependent on this species for its survival. Duped males are less likely to return and 

may ignore other plants of the same species. Only about 10% of an Ophrys population gets 

pollinated. This is enough to preserve the population, since each Ophrys orchid produces about 

12,000 minute seeds.  

CULTIVATION: Most species are native to the Mediterranean region and are usually cultivated 

in pots in an alpine house. They need a free-draining, calcareous soil and should be kept dry after 

flowering, when the leaves have withered. 
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