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Laelia   Lindley 1831 

SUBFAMILY Epidendroideae, TRIBE Epidendreae, SUBTRIBE Laeliinae.  

TYPE SPECIES: Laelia speciosa (Kunth) Schltr. 1914 

SYNONYMS: Amalias Hoffmannsegg 1842; Hadrolaelia (Schltr.) Chiron & V.P.Castro 2002; 

Hoffmannseggella H.G.Jones 1968 

ETYMOLOGY: Roman Mythology. Dedicated to laelia, one of the six Vestal Virgins who 

attended the sacred fire in the temple of Vesta (a goddess of the hearth, identified with the Greek 

goddess Hestia) and held written wills for citizens in ancient Rome. Or possibly the name borne 

by females of the ancient Roman family of Laelius.
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DESCRIPTION: Stunning pink, purple, or white flowers with a paw-like column adorn Laelia. 

Flower: Sepals of the huge (to 6” [15 cm]) flowers are mostly narrower than the similarly 

colored petals, sometimes strongly twisted. The lip is 3-lobed, with lateral wings flanking or 

encircling the column. The lip base is marked with stripes of yellow or maroon. Long and 

narrow, the column terminates in 3 blunt lobes, like a cartoonish paw. Plant: One or 2 leathery, 

strap-shaped leaves with a central fold arise from each pseudobulb. A papery bract sheathes the 

base of the pseudobulb, while the unbranched inflorescence, frequently long and bearing l to 

many flowers, emerges from its apex.
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  Twenty-five sympodial epiphytes, lithophytes or 

terrestrials are found in moist to dry, mid to upper elevation, oak-pine to deciduous forests from 

northern Mexico to Costa Rica, Cuba and Jamaica often growing in full sunlight. They are 

sometimes subject to cold winters or can be found in hot, tropical forests to even on canyon 

cliffs. After a recent revision, the genus now contains only a few species, but there are literally 

thousands of hybrids of these showy flowers. These semi-dwarf plants have ovoid, cone-shaped, 

roundish or cylindrical pseudobulbs, subtended by papery bracts at the base, each with a solitary, 

fleshy or leathery leaf. There are even a few species that have two to three leaves. The 

inflorescences vary with several species attaining heights in excess of six feet (1.8 m), while 

others bear solitary, brightly colored flowers usually with each species having a distinct 

fragrance. The flowers are usually vivid in shades of white, yellow, pink or purple with several 

hues in between. They can resemble Cattleya but have narrower sepals and a far less showy lip. 
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The flower size can range up to four inches (10 cm) across. The outside margin of the trilobed lip 

matches the color of the sepals and petals but has contrasting stripes in the throat; the side lobes 

enfold and surround the usually long, semi-club shaped, footless column or are separate from the 

lip.
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DISTRIBUTION: Taxonomically complex, Laelia presently comprises some 2 dozen species 

from Mexico to Peru and Brazil, and in the Caribbean. They are on display epiphytically and 

terrestrially in humid and dry forests across a range of altitudes.
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ECOLOGY and HISTORY: Hard evidence of any Laelia pollinators is lacking, which is highly 

unusual for such a popular genus. Judging from the flower shape, coloration, and presence of 

nectar, however, large bees and hummingbirds are suspected. Reproduction of L. rubescens has 

been studied in Costa Rican forest patches using genetic techniques. Larger floral displays led to 

greater dispersal distances for pollinia, presumably by attracting pollinators from farther away. 

Nonetheless, big bunches of plants showed numerous examples of pollination by their nearest 

neighbors. The seeming paradox points to hummingbirds, which can cover miles in search of 

abundant food sources, but habitually visit all flowers in a bunch before moving on. In Mexico, 

patches of L. speciosa and L. autumnalis are visited by humans, who collect their pseudobulbs 

for preparation of traditional figurines to celebrate the Day of the Dead. Called alfefiiques, these 

candies are shaped into horses, cows, and fruits, as well as morbid skulls, skeletons, and coffins. 

Pseudobulbs are ground into a paste, mixed with sugar and eggs, and aged into a dough that can 

be molded into myriad shapes and painted. The festivities, held on November first and second, 

have their origin in Aztec rituals celebrating departed souls.
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CULTIVATION:  Light - Laelia orchids grow in conditions similar to Cattleya. They thrive in 

bright conditions, but dislike direct sunlight. One of the easiest Laelia to grow is the L. anceps, 

which features creamy white flowers on a very long inflorescence. 

Temperature - Laelia orchids grow in subtropical as well as temperate regions in Mexico and 

Central America, including high elevations. So, it’s a good idea to do regional research on your 

Laelia to discover its exact temperature requirements. If your Laelia species originates from high 

elevations, it will appreciate and thrive in fairly cool conditions, combined with dry air and 

plenty of sunshine. If the plant is native to the rainforest, it will prefer warmer temperatures and 
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moisture during the summer and dry cool winters. If your Laelia orchids come from lower 

elevations, they will prefer warmer temperatures. Overall, Laelia orchids benefit from a resting 

period during the winter after they have finished blooming. If your orchid hails from higher 

elevations it is ideal to provide it with temperatures in the 69-73°F (21-23°C) range during the 

day and 52-53°F (11-12°C) during the night. As spring returns, you can gradually increase the 

temperature up to 75-79°F (24-26°C) during the day and 61-63°F (16-17°C) during the night. 

Water - Laelia do not require especially high humidity, which partly reflects their roots as 

relatively high altitude plants. When they're growing, keep them well hydrated, with about 50% 

humidity if possible. When the growing season ends, reduce watering and humidity and give 

them cooler temperatures. Most Laelia flower during the winter, after the growing season is over. 

Fertilizer - The Laelia orchid should be given a high-nitrogen fertilizer from spring to 

midsummer. In late summer, it is time to switch to a fertilizer high in phosphate and continue to 

use it through fall. During the winter no fertilizer should be added to the water. Start again with a 

nitrogen rich fertilizer when you resume heavy watering in spring. 

Potting - Laelia adapt well to pot culture, or they can be grown mounted on slabs of tree fern 

bark. If you're growing in a pot, make sure to use a fast-draining orchid mix (typically including 

pine bark, expanded clay pellets, and charcoal). Repot after the bloom is done, at the beginning 

of the growing season. A majority of the Laelia orchid species grow on trees (epiphytes), but 

some grow on stones (lithophytes). What both types have in common is that their roots will rot if 

they are forced to stand in a soggy potting medium. Picking a well-draining potting medium is 

therefore an essential part of good Laelia orchid care. Ideally use a coarse and open medium that 

allows the orchid roots to dry quickly after each watering. If you still encounter problems with 

root decay, add chopped tree-fern fibre and broken pieces of sandstone to the potting mix.
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