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Phragmipedium Rolfe 1896 

SUBFAMILY Cypripediodeae 

ETYMOLOGY: From the greek `phragma', a fence or division, in allusion to the divisions in its 

trilocular ovary, and `pedilon', a sandal or slipper. 
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SYNONYMS: Phragmopedilum Pfitzer 1898; Uropedium Lindley 1846 

TYPE SPECIES: Phragmipedium caudatum [Lindley]Rolfe 1896  

DESCRIPTION: Small to large terrestrial, lithophytic or epiphytic herbs with elongate, fibrous 

roots arising from a short to elongate rhizome. Erect shoots leafy, clustered or less frequently 

well-spaced, glabrous, the base enclosed by two to four sheathing sterile bracts, three- to several-

leaved above. Leaves several, coriaceous, conduplicate, spreading or suberect, ligulate, elliptic, 

or oblong, obtuse to acute, often tridenticulate at apex, mid- to dark green on upper surface, 

lighter green below, glabrous, ciliate or not on the margins. Inflorescence terminal, occasionally 

branching, few- to many-flowered; rachis terete, hairy, glandular or glabrous; bracts 

conduplicate, elliptic, lanceolate, ovate or oblong, green, sometimes spotted or flushed or striped 

with purple, ciliate or not. Flowers deciduous, usually showy, concolorous or not, vernation 

imbricate; pedicel obscure to short; ovary trilocular, three-ribbed, glabrous or hairy. Dorsal sepal 

erect to hooded over lip, ovate, lanceolate, obovate or elliptic, obtuse, acute or acuminate, 

glabrous or pubescent on the outer surface, some-times pubescent within at base, ciliate or not. 

Lateral sepals usually fused to form a concave synsepal that is more or less similar to the dorsal 

sepal, sometimes keeled on outer surface. Petals free, spreading or pendent, flat, reflexed or 

spiraling, elliptic, ovate, lanceolate, linear-lanceolate, linear or oblanceolate, rounded, obtuse, 

acute or acuminate at apex, often pubescent in basal half within, usually ciliate. Lip deeply 

pouched and inflated, slipper-shaped or urn-shaped, with more or less pronounced incurved side 

lobes, rarely petaloid, hairy within especially on lower surface, glabrous or hairy on outer 

surface; front margin incurved or not. Column short, stalked, porrect; anthers two, bilocular, 

borne on short obtuse to acute filaments; pollen powdery or viscid; staminode terminal on 

column, sessile or shortly stalked, transversely reniform, oblong, ovate, obcordate or linear, flat, 

convex or longitudinally conduplicate, glabrous to papillose or finely pubescent, ciliate or not; 

stigma stalked, dependent, tripartite, more or less papillose. Capsule erect to pendent, three-

ribbed, cylindrical to almost ellipsoidal.  
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Phragmipedium plants are known as Slipper Orchids 

for their flower's deeply pouched lip. Flower: Lateral sepals are fused and held beneath the lip; 

the dorsal sepal is broad and upright. Long, narrow petals droop down (to 36" [91 cm]), often 

twisting. The lip is clog- or slipper-shaped (but petal-like in P. lindenii), with the edges rolled 

inward. Flowers usually are green with a variety of brownish stripes and spots; a few species are 

brilliant red, pink, or purple. The short, bristly column is tipped with a triangular shield. 

Plant:Tall, arching leaves (to 36" [91 cm]) are slender, leathery, and grooved, growing in loose 
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fans without appreciable stems. Tall inflorescences arise from leaf bases, bearing several 

flowers. 
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ECOLOGY and HISTORY: Phragmipedium plants have evolved archetypal trap flowers that 

capture bees and flies and provide them with only one exit: past the plant's sex organs. 

Pollinators slip on the in-rolled rim, plummeting into the pouch from which the waxy interior 

walls and cupped shape prevent escape. A stripe of bristles, however, provides a ladder up the 

back of the pouch. The lip's lateral lobes partly block the exit, forcing captives to clamber 

through a tiny opening beneath the column. There, the insect receives pollinia that it carries to 

another flower. Visual cues attract pollinators to the flowers: bee eyes are sensitive to shapes 

with a lot of edge, like the thin, twisting petals of Phragmipedium. Scent glands on the petal tips 

also provide olfactory enticement. Slipper orchids have uniquely rabid devotees, who 

traditionally have collected brightly colored Asian species. Their zeal propelled all slipper 

orchids onto the international endangered species list. Discovery of the vivid P. besseae and P. 

kovachii in tropical America unleashed a firestorm of overharvesting, virtually annihilating many 

wild populations. The latter orchid was smuggled illegally into the United States, earning Mr. 

Kovach and the Marie Selby Botanical Gardens (which named the species after him) criminal 

convictions and waves of negative publicity. 
5 

DISTRIBUTION: Southern Mexico and Guatemala through Central America to South America, 

south to Bolivia and Brazil. A small genus of about 15 species. 
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